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Preface

THE SCOTTISH POET, THOMAS CAMPBELL, once wrote, “Coming events cast their shadows before.” For New York in the late 1960s, those shadows dated back to 1957. Consider some of the events that unfolded that year, some of which were clearly momentous at the time, some whose impact would not fully be felt until the end of the next decade:

•     On January 1, thirty-five-year-old lawyer John Lindsay left his post as an assistant to Attorney General Herbert Brownell. During his tenure with Brownell, the two had become close, and Brownell would be Lindsay’s mentor for years. Though he was moving back into the private sector with his old law firm, Lindsay—who helped Brownell draft the legislation that would become the 1957 Civil Rights Act—had gained a taste for public service and was eyeing the congressional seat in his home district, Manhattan’s 17th.

•     On January 3, Harry Wismer, a broadcaster and 20 percent stockholder in the Washington Redskins, charged the team with racial bias while speaking at an event for black journalists. George Preston Marshall, the team’s owner and president, was blatantly racist, and the Redskins had no black players on the roster. The race issue would be one reason Wismer would split with the Redskins and, two years later, buy into a new football venture known as the American Football League. Wismer’s team, the Titans, would play in New York’s Polo Grounds.

•     On one evening in April, a man named Hinton X. Johnson (also sometimes referred to as Johnson X. Hinton) witnessed a police officer beating a black citizen in Harlem. When Johnson intervened, he, too was beaten. Johnson was a member of the Black Muslims, led by a preacher named Malcolm X. After word of Johnson’s beating spread, hundreds of members of the mosque began demonstrating in front of the Harlem police precinct. Fearing violence, the authorities arranged a meeting with Malcolm X. Assurances were given that Hinton X. Johnson would be given care in a hospital and those responsible for his injuries would be punished. Satisfied, Malcom X stunned police when he, according to one account, “strode to the head of the angry, impatient mob, and then flicked his hands.” Moments later, as if by magic, the crowd dispersed and the street was empty. “No man should have that much power,” one officer said.

•     On May 28, the eight owners of National League clubs met in Chicago and voted unanimously to grant permission for the two N.L. teams located in New York—the Giants and Dodgers—to seek new homes. Ebbets Field in Brooklyn and the Polo Grounds in upper Manhattan were growing increasingly decrepit, and efforts to have new stadiums built had been long stymied. By the end of the 1957 season, the Dodgers had agreed to move to Los Angeles, and the Giants would head to San Francisco.

•     On October 22, in Saigon, Vietnam—still a distant and unknown corner of the globe to most Americans—three bombs detonated by Communist terrorists injured thirteen American soldiers who were part of a team that had been training South Vietnam’s anti-Communist army. The injuries marked the first casualties the United States suffered in Vietnam.

•     On December 30, the New York Times reported on the state of New York’s economy. All told, 1957 had been a bad year—50,000 jobs had been lost in New York, while consumer prices continued to rise, by 2.7 percent. The report noted that the city’s factory employment was hard hit, especially the garment industry, which accounted for 38,000 lost jobs—about 12 percent of its total, in just one year. The report also stated that unemployment was expected to rise, and that the average age of an unemployment insurance claimant had gone from forty-seven to thirty-eight in one year. Good-paying, low-skilled jobs in New York City disappeared at an alarming rate in 1957.

These events were all seeds that would sprout separately but become intertwined in New York City during coming years of dramatic change. New York in the 1960s would be a fast-evolving and nearly ungovernable city. There would be, concurrently, an overhaul in the sports culture, which had long bound together the heterogeneous citizenry that made up the city. Wismer’s AFL Titans would nearly fold, until new owners stabilized the team and turned them into the Jets. The Dodgers and Giants were gone, but an endearingly hapless group of losers, the Mets, replaced them. A couple new sports teams were not going to bring back disappearing manufacturing jobs, end overseas wars or ease racial frustrations. But there could be a time—couldn’t there?—at which the exploits of those teams would help.

……….

The Jets introduced rookie quarterback Joe Namath, the western Pennsylvania slinger who’d picked up a treacly Southern drawl playing for Bear Bryant at Alabama, to New York in January 1965, giving him an astronomical $400,000. Just four months behind him, Lindsay, the handsome, young liberal Republican hailed in some corners as the next John F. Kennedy, entered his name into the race for mayor of New York, an almost unheard-of act of audacity for a member of the GOP in a city where Democrats had a 3-to-1 advantage. On the day the shaggy-maned Namath was introduced, the Giants retired thirty-eight-year-old Y.A. Tittle, who was known as the “Bald Eagle” for his long-bare scalp. And the man Lindsay was seeking to replace was fifty-five-year-old Mayor Robert Wagner, whose three terms in office had left him looking every bit his age. The symbolism was obvious, as was the new-guard optimism that Namath and Lindsay each brought to his field. Lindsay’s campaign slogan, taken from a New York columnist, was, “He is fresh and everyone else is tired.” As it was for Lindsay, so it was for Namath. He was fresh, and everyone else—the New York Giants, the NFL, Mickey Mantle’s Yankees—was tired.

The five years that followed Lindsay’s arrival in the city from Washington DC and Namath’s arrival from Tuscaloosa were unlike any other period in the county’s history. Racial politics dominated, and as the civil rights movement evolved into the black power and separatist movement, the Vietnam War reached its peak and sparked a level of public protest and dissent not seen in the United States before or since. Frustrated minority city dwellers led violent eruptions in ghettoes across the country, pushing the issue of the fate of American cities to the fore. The violence was not only carried out in mass settings—this was a time during which Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and Senator Robert F. Kennedy were murdered, within two months of each other. While the political and demographic order was giving way, the underpinnings of the nation’s culture and social norms were shifting, too. Sexual promiscuity and drug experimentation were becoming more acceptable, and anti-authority symbols gained popularity. Men even had the audacity to grow bushy sideburns.

In New York’s political milieu, Lindsay was a symbol: the White Urban Crusader.

In New York’s social milieu, Namath was a symbol: the Hedonist’s Quarterback.

……….

Ultimately, the validity of Lindsay and Namath as symbols would rest on job performance, and each would have his own troubling disappointments, low points, and vocal opponents. Namath would be doused with hot coffee, engage in a verbal war with sportswriters, engage in an actual fistfight with a sports editor, have his cheekbone broken by an antagonistic opponent, and find his bitterest critics in his own locker room. Lindsay would alienate just about every prominent Republican in the country, was called an “ungrateful son of a bitch” by fellow Republican and fierce enemy Governor Nelson Rockefeller, was labeled a “pipsqueak” by a prominent labor leader, was hated by rank-and-file police officers and firemen, had to escape an unruly mob at a Jewish center in Flatbush, contended with major municipal labor strikes in each of his first three years in office, and saw himself burned in effigy from his City Hall office. But both Lindsay and Namath would have incredible highs. Lindsay’s willingness and ability to stride into ghetto communities, even in the severest of crises, earned him the kind of respect from minorities few white politicians ever could claim. There was a moment, however brief, when it looked like Lindsay could solve the urban crisis, when national magazines hailed him as a potential political savior. Namath, too, for all the physical and verbal abuse he endured early in his career (and later, too) had that one magical season, that one year in which he took the Jets to the Super Bowl, shattered myths, and wrote his name forever into American sports lore.

Lindsay and Namath were just the headliners of the era. New York City was a battlefield for Lindsay’s fight to save cities, but it also began to regain its lost status as a cultural leader with a rebirth of theater and filmmaking in the city, became an epicenter for anti-war protest, saw a massive building boom that reshaped the architecture of the city’s financial districts and followed through on a commitment to green spaces that led to the creation of vest-pocket parks and the closing of Central Park to automobile traffic. During late-1960s ascendancy of Lindsay and Namath in New York, the Knicks would win their first NBA championship in twenty-four years, Muhammad Ali would defend his title at the old Madison Square Garden, the new Madison Square Garden would open and host a track meet that featured the forerunner of what would become the 1968 Olympic black power salute. And there were the Mets, who doused Lindsay with champagne in the locker room during their incredible run to the 1969 World Series championship and helped him win reelection a month later.

During his first month in office, Lindsay oversaw a crippling transit strike that shutdown the subways in the city for nearly two weeks. He tried to maintain a positive outlook, saying he still thought New York was a “fun city.” Columnist Dick Schaap lampooned his cheery attitude, writing, “He certainly has a wonderful sense of humor. A little while later, Lindsay cheerfully walked four miles from his hotel room to City Hall, a gesture which proved that the fun city had a fun Mayor.” Over the course of his time in office, Lindsay would reclaim the “Fun City” moniker, using it to describe the kind of place where he’d like to be mayor. Others, though, would continue to use it as Schaap had—loaded with irony—so that even the words Fun City were endowed with layers of meaning and symbolism, capable of carrying opposite meanings depending on context.

It remains the best way to think about the positives and negatives of New York in those years. It was a Fun City.


CHAPTER 1

“I believe the Jets have found their star”

IT HAD BEEN AN EXHAUSTING, bizarre five weeks. On Thanksgiving, Joe Namath had helped Alabama defeat rival Auburn, 21–14, to cap an undefeated season and win the 1964 national championship. The time in between had been a haze of rumors, meetings, negotiations, handshakes, new faces. And cities. Lots of cities: Tuscaloosa, Birmingham, Atlanta, Los Angeles, San Diego, Miami, New York, Nassau (yes, the one in the Bahamas), and back to Miami. Even with all those miles logged, all Namath could think about now was the one foot he had not traveled. Namath, despite a heroic performance, sat on the Alabama bench in the rainy Miami night and reprimanded himself over that one foot. The 1965 Orange Bowl had been historic, the first collegiate bowl game played at night in prime time, beamed out on NBC to 25 million households, the first time an outdoor sporting event was shown on television at night in color, with instant replay (also for the first time), in front of a sellout crowd of 72,647 that included dignitaries from parade marshal and television star Jackie Gleason to former Vice President Richard Nixon to the Rev. Dr. Billy Graham to the pride of Greece, the recently crowned Miss Universe, Corinna Tsopei.

That Namath was on the field at all was a surprise. Back on October 10, Namath had suffered a badly wrenched knee in a win over North Carolina State, and the injury had limited him to spot duty for the bulk of the 1964 season. He still managed to make appearances in all ten Alabama games, on a limited basis—in one, on the road against Georgia Tech in early November, Namath cemented his legend by coming off the bench, leading two touchdown drives in just under ninety seconds just before halftime, and leaving the game having set up a 24–7 Alabama win. After a month of rest, there was hope that Namath would be nearly healthy before the Orange Bowl against No. 5 Texas, but he re-injured the knee during practice in the run-up to the game, and Namath was supposed to be out altogether. In Miami and across the nation, the question of whether Namath would play dominated sports pages and beyond. Alabama Governor George Wallace, on hand in South Florida that week, was asked on the day before the game whether Namath would play. “I run a lot of things in Alabama,” Wallace said, “but one thing I don’t run is the football team. Bear Bryant runs that department.”

Namath himself didn’t know that he might see action until he was standing on the field next to coach Bear Bryant, awaiting the national anthem, and overheard Alabama trainer Jim Goostree give Bryant the OK to play Namath if he was needed, as in the Georgia Tech game. Once the Orange Bowl got underway, it didn’t take Bryant long to figure out the Tide did need Namath, even at less than 100 percent health. Texas established a 14–0 lead early in the second quarter, leaving Alabama reeling and forcing Bryant to call for Namath at quarterback in relief of Steve Sloan. Namath’s knee was singing with pain, but still, he was dynamic. Namath set an Orange Bowl record by completing 18 of his 37 passes (on a windy night, his receivers dropped several of his throws), hitting for two touchdowns and, with time running out in the fourth quarter, dramatically driving the Crimson Tide to the 1-yard line facing a 21–17 deficit. But that’s when Namath, who had the freedom to call his own plays, faltered. He called for fullback Steve Bowman, the team’s touchdown leader and a usually reliable force at the goal line, three times, but Bowman could not break through the Texas line.

On fourth down, with the game in the balance, Namath knew the play he needed to call: the run-pass option, a play that called for him to roll out and use his agility to find a hole if he elected to run or flick a toss if he saw a receiver open. It was that play that had made Namath famous in his time with the Tide, because it emphasized his three advantages—his speed, his arm, and his ability to make quick decisions—but the pain in his knee made him reconsider the option play. Maybe a timeout, a moment to consult with Bryant? No. The heck with it. It was Namath’s talent that boosted the Tide to this game, let Namath’s talent decide it. He called his own number, a quarterback sneak. “When the officials pulled the bodies away,” sportswriter Jimmy Burns noted, “Namath was short by the width of the shoulders of Tom Nobis, the Longhorn guard who stopped the plunge.”

Texas had held. Alabama suffered its only loss of the season. Namath had been certain he had crossed the goal line, so sure that he saw one referee begin to raise his arms to signal a score that he shouted, “Touchdown!” He would insist that he had scored that touchdown as long as he lived, but he knew it should not have been that close, anyway. Namath would, even in defeat, win the game’s MVP award, but he was so stunned by the failed sneak, one writer described him in the locker room as, “looking like a child who had just been spanked for something bad,” and Namath would later say he just plain forgot to pick up the Orange Bowl MVP trophy altogether. Bryant consoled Namath, who, despite an individualist streak that had created a handful of headaches for the iconic coach, would go down as one of Bryant’s favorite players. Bryant told the media, “I sent in all the plays when we were on the one-yard line,” taking the blame for Namath’s failed play-calling even though it was not true. Namath could not stop thinking, “I shoulda, shoulda, shoulda…” But as he sat on the Alabama bench, muddy and surrounded by fans from both teams, a bespectacled gentleman sidled up to Namath, pulled a sheaf of papers from one jacket pocket and a pen from another. The two spoke briefly. Namath took the pen and scribbled his name on the papers.

……….

The man behind the spectacles was fifty-four-year-old Sonny Werblin, president of the television arm of Music Corporation of America, who would retire from the showbiz game later in 1965 as what Variety called broadcasting’s, “greatest promoter and salesman.” For Namath’s purposes, though, Werblin was one of the five owners, and the frontman, for the New York Jets of the American Football League. By the time of the Orange Bowl, Werblin had much invested in Namath, having spent more than a month traversing the country to engage in contract deliberations with Namath and his representative, lawyer Mike Bite of Alabama, trying to persuade Namath to come to New York and play for the Jets. Despite his knee injury, Jets scouts had been raving about Namath. More important, coach Weeb Ewbank had watched Namath throughout the 1963 season and, lured by the arm strength and quick release he saw, was determined to find a way to bring Namath to his team. In November 1963, a full year before Namath would be available in the draft, Ewbank had been talking with a small group of writers about quarterback prospects, and he was not particularly enthused about anyone on hand, especially not incumbent Jet quarterback Dick Wood. “The guy I’m thinking about is a junior at Alabama,” Ewbank confessed. “I’m going to give Dick Wood one more year as our quarterback, and then I’m going after that Namath kid from Alabama.” The Jets followed through, selecting Namath with the first pick in the AFL’s 1965 draft. That was the easy part. Selling him on signing an AFL contract was far more difficult.

The AFL was, in the terms of the time, “at war” with the National Football League, still just an upstart group of teams founded by (mostly) well-funded owners who had been shut out of the small group that made up the NFL buyers’ club. The league had begun in 1960, and was still a second-rate operation compared with the long-established NFL, whose history stretched back even before 1922, when it became the National Football League for the first time. Of all AFL teams, the Jets (at first known as the Titans) were a particularly moribund lot in the early 1960s, led by overmatched owner Harry Wismer, who constantly dealt with the dual threat of his own bankruptcy and direct competition with the New York Giants, one of the most consistently successful franchises in the NFL. Two years earlier, Werblin was part of a group that purchased the AFL’s Titans from Wismer, which were deeply in debt, often unable to meet payroll and had averaged just 5,166 fans per game in 1962. But the arrival of Werblin (with co-owners oilman Leon Hess, horse trainer Townsend Martin, stockbroker Donald Lillis, and women’s clothing magnate Phil Iselin) gave the Jets stability and legitimacy. The move out of the battered old Polo Grounds and into the newly built Shea Stadium (Werblin changed the team name to “Jets” to create a link to their popular Shea co-tenants, the Mets) in Queens bolstered attendance. NBC’s agreement with the AFL on a five-year, $36 million television package signed that year gave the fledgling league something more tangible than legitimacy with which to fight the NFL: money.

Werblin aimed to spend that money. By 1964, the Jets’ attendance had blossomed to almost 43,000 per game, but they were still dwarfed in attention and adulation by the Giants. If there was something that the AFL in general—and the Jets specifically—were missing, it was the kind of star players who attracted fan and media attention, who drew in casual viewers on Sundays, and made a ticket to a home game a sort of entrée into a social event. This was Werblin’s terrain. He had represented Hollywood types ranging from Ronald Reagan to Elizabeth Taylor to Johnny Carson, and had gotten shows for Ed Sullivan and Jackie Gleason on television. He’d also been employed by the New York Times in his early twenties (quitting journalism, it was said, when he learned how little the paper’s managing editor actually was paid), and had an understanding of how to manipulate press coverage. Most sports owners operated under the simple labor-management model, which dictated that depressing player salaries was in the team’s best interest, helping the bottom line, but in Hollywood, Werblin learned that you throw out standard labor rules when it came to mass entertainment. There, you made big money when you paid your talent big money, because that big money attracted attention, and attention translated into profits. “Louis B. Mayer built the mighty Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer studio with the star system,” Werblin explained. “It’s a lesson that has stuck with me. Maybe it can be done with the Jets, too. At least I’m going to give it a try.”

Werblin, having been assured of Namath’s ability by Ewbank, quickly came to believe that Namath was that star—not only could Namath play, but he was different than the dull, crew-cutted boys Werblin typically encountered coming out of college. Namath was handsome, wore his hair long and the rebelliousness that sometimes irked Bryant and others in Tuscaloosa could be a selling point to the public as a pro in New York. The problem was that Namath had also been drafted by the St. Louis Cardinals, with the twelfth pick in the NFL draft. In 1964, the warring AFL and NFL held their drafts simultaneously for the first time, on November 28, and in the days after the draft, the leagues raced to beat each other in signing those draftees, sometimes resorting to underhanded methods like pre-signing players while they were still eligible for college and “babysitting” draftees to block access from the opposing league. Approaching star collegians, the AFL was always at a disadvantage because of its reputation as a lesser league with unstable franchises. That forced it to make far more lavish offers than its NFL competitors just to get the attention of players. The new television money would help make those offers even more lavish, and with a stake in the outcome of the bidding wars, NBC sent letters to all top college players, “informing them that NBC would soon begin televising some, and maybe all, AFL games in living color.” The network needed the AFL to have star players as much as the AFL did.

Still, among Namath’s draft class, the experience of Kansas star running back Gale Sayers was typical. He was chosen with the fourth pick by the Bears of the NFL and with the fifth pick by the Chiefs in the AFL. The Bears made Sayers an offer of $25,000 per year for four years. Chiefs owner Lamar Hunt came back with an offer of $27,500 per year—10 percent better than Chicago’s deal. But Sayers had thought Hunt would come up with a bigger offer than that. “I thought, ‘New league, no, I can’t do that,’” Sayers said. “You didn’t know it was going to be a good league, so I decided to go with the Bears.”

When it came to Namath, the Cardinals’ approach was in line with how the NFL typically did business—the league acted as though the AFL was second class and as though the NFL was entitled to whichever players it wanted. From the beginning, St. Louis’ Bidwill family, which owned and ran the Cardinals, made missteps with Namath. He had told them from the beginning he’d rather play in the better league. But Namath, unschooled on the process of contract negotiations, trusted his gut as much as his brain. Shortly after the draft, the Bidwill brothers (Stormy and Billy, who had inherited the team founded by their father after their mother died in 1962) showed up in the lobby of Namath’s dorm, unannounced. Namath had to go down and sign them into the visitor’s log, as though they were high-school friends who stopped by to pal around. “I was totally embarrassed and all,” Namath later wrote. “It was just me and these two guys in my room, right?”

The Cardinals men were direct, asking Namath what it would take to sign him. Namath thought back to a conversation he’d had with Bear Bryant on Thanksgiving. Bryant had asked what Namath would ask for from the teams that drafted him, and when Namath suggested he would ask for $100,000, Bryant told him no, he should start at $200,000. He wouldn’t necessarily get it, Bryant said, but it was a better starting point for a negotiation. He also told Namath not to sign anything without first checking with the other league. Namath, heeding Bryant’s advice, told the Cardinals’ reps he wanted $200,000. Namath has since told the story of his dorm room negotiation with a variety of flourishes, all of which illustrate the level of shock registered by the Cardinals at his request. In one, Namath said, “I told them $200,000, and they both leaned back, ‘Oh my goodness!’ fell down on the bed, guy was standing there, leaned back against the wall screaming like they were in agony.” In another: “They didn’t say anything but they seemed a little shook up. They didn’t quite believe me.” And Namath relishes recounting that he then mentioned one added demand: a new car. A convertible Lincoln Continental. Putting on a mock-fancy voice, Namath described their incredulous reaction: “Oh, suuuure. A Lincoln Continental convertible! Yeah, boy wants a LIN-coln Con-ti-NEN-tal!”

Either way, Namath knew he was onto something when the Cardinals quickly came back, agreeing to his terms (Con-ti-NEN-tal included) and eager to have him sign. No, no, Namath insisted he would not yet sign. Alabama’s regular season was over, but he would not sign until after the Orange Bowl, because he didn’t want to jeopardize his eligibility. Also, he’d not spoken to the Jets, who had a couple of important advantages when it came to Namath. First they had Chuck Knox, the team’s line coach, who had been a high school football coach in Ellwood, Pennsylvania, just ten miles north of Namath’s home in Beaver Falls. Namath first caught Knox’s eye when he was just fourteen years old and not even playing football—Knox was coaching basketball at the time, and was impressed by Namath’s innate ability. “I could see then,” Knox later remembered, “that Joe Namath was going to be a really good athlete.” When Namath was a senior in high school trying to pick a college, Knox had taken a job at Kentucky, and developed a friendship with Namath as he tried to get him to play for the Wildcats. Now with the Jets, Knox was able to give more than just another scouting report. Namath would always have a soft spot for fellow Western Pennsylvanians, and before the draft, Knox had a friendly conversation with Namath about the perks of playing in New York, trying to divine where Namath would like to go. He reported back to Ewbank that Namath wanted to come to the Jets, wanted to play in New York, and would be willing to consider forgoing the NFL to do so.

Besides Knox, the Jets’ other advantage was Werblin. When it came to Namath, he would leave the typical football approach to the Cardinals. Werblin would take the Hollywood approach, because where the Bidwills were recruiting a quarterback, Werblin was courting a star.

……….

Werblin did not show up unannounced at Namath’s dorm room. Instead, Knox arranged a meeting in early December at a Birmingham hotel. It was just an informal discussion, Werblin hoping to establish a rapport. Werblin did not even bring up money. Neither did Namath—he was too scared. Instead, Namath and Bite agreed to go to California that Sunday for the Jets’ game in San Diego, where they would be guests of the team. When Namath and Bite arrived in Los Angeles, Werblin gave them first-class treatment, booking them at the Beverly Hills Hotel. Namath had been familiar with nice accommodations from his travels with the Crimson Tide, but this was different. Every detail was elegant. “I marveled at the wallpaper,” Namath remembered. “It was like walking through a jungle with all the leaves, flowers, and colors.”

If the goal was to sell Namath on the Jets, the game in San Diego did not go well. The Chargers played on a decrepit field—Balboa Stadium, built in 1914—that held 34,000 fans, and though San Diego had the opportunity to clinch the AFL’s West Division with a win, only 25,753 fans showed up. They witnessed a Chargers blowout, drubbing the Jets, 38–9, as Ewbank cycled through hapless quarterbacks (Dick Wood, Mike Taliaferro, and Pete Liske) who combined to go 13-for-36 passing, for 95 yards and three interceptions. “I thought the Jets stunk,” Namath later said. “I really did.” But at dinner that night, the negotiations with Werblin began in earnest. He told Namath and Bite he did not want to get into a bidding war. Where the Cardinals had given Namath histrionics and fainting attacks when he made his request for $200,000, Werblin calmly made the first move: $300,000. Namath wasn’t scared anymore. He was stunned. He and Bite had to be excused in order to catch their combined breath and confer. Namath wanted a little more—he had hoped to have his family taken care of, too. Bite thought there was room to make additions. “Just like blowing up a balloon,” he kept saying. “You got to go as far as you can without popping it.”

After their meeting with Werblin, Namath and Bite went back to the Cardinals. There was a sense that St. Louis would, indeed, raise its offer, but negotiations with the Cardinals had become somewhat disjointed. Whomever Bite called in St. Louis, he could never get a straight answer. He was always told by Cardinals representatives that they had to consult and get back to him. Werblin figured out what was happening—the Giants were pulling the strings for the Cardinals, at first in an effort to keep Namath out of New York, and then perhaps to have him traded from St. Louis to play for the Giants. In one of their final meetings, Namath later said, the Cardinals dropped the front and flat-out asked him if he would play for the Giants. Had that been the approach the NFL had taken from the beginning, Namath might have been more inclined to join the Giants in New York, but he was disenchanted with what he saw as the underhanded approach the NFL had taken. Besides, he liked Werblin, and the idea of bucking the established order and playing for the fast-and-loose AFL had grown on him. On December 30, a spokesman for the Cardinals announced that the team was withdrawing from the bidding for Namath, saying that their offer had gone as high as $400,000 for three years or $500,000 for five years. “We have abandoned hopes of getting Namath—we know he wants to play in New York,” the spokesman said. Werblin had good reason to be confident in the weeks before the Orange Bowl, but it wasn’t until Namath skipped out on Miami and visited Werblin with his family in Nassau over the holidays that the deal was all but consummated. Namath also reportedly went to New York for tax advice on his impending windfall. Perhaps Namath could not sign until after Alabama’s game against Texas, but Werblin made sure everything was in place beforehand, including having the Lincoln Continental convertible (price: $7,000; color: Jet green) shipped to South Florida ahead of time. There were rumors that the Jets would pay Namath the $400,000 the Cardinals had offered, which seemed incomprehensible to the sports reporters gathered in Miami for the Orange Bowl. But the rumors were only close. With perks, Namath’s deal was actually worth $427,000.

Werblin was not all that concerned about the one foot that Namath failed to gain to end the loss to Texas. He’d gotten just what he had hoped for out of Namath’s Orange Bowl appearance—star-making performance witnessed by about one-eighth of the nation’s population. A friend told Werblin, “You just got the benefit of the greatest pilot film in TV history.” During the game, Ewbank felt justified in his faith in Namath, telling anyone who would listen in the pressbox: “Fabulous, fabulous, fabulous. He could take a pro team right now.” Werblin was more effusive. He was sitting with friend Joe Hirsch, the horse-racing writer and future roommate of Namath, during the game. “When Sonny saw how great Joe was,” Hirsch said, “he was standing on a chair and screaming, ‘My God, I’m not paying this guy enough.’”

……….

The day after the Orange Bowl, at Werblin’s request, Namath pulled up at the Bal Harbour Inn on Miami Beach in the brand-new green Lincoln. Perhaps Werblin wanted to make sure the Bidwills would see Joe in the car they’d made such a fuss about—they were staying in a hotel just a few doors down. There was to be a press conference announcing Namath’s deal with the Jets, and Werblin’s strategy was clear: keep the media guessing as to the deal’s actual value, while hinting that that it was as big (or bigger) than expected. Mystery was more titillating than reality, and if that mystery could be punctuated by a high-class new car, all the better. The word had already been circulating that Namath was getting $400,000, and that was perfect. Werblin understood that Namath’s salary immediately would become part of his lore. He was not just the Jets’ new quarterback from Alabama. He was the $400,000 quarterback.

“I believe the Jets have found their star in Joe Namath,” Werblin said. “In all my theatrical experience I’ve met few Hollywood stars with the indefinable quality of being able to walk into a room and electrify everyone there by the magnetism of their presence—Clark Gable, Gregory Peck, Joan Crawford, and Marilyn Monroe. It’s the same quality that Jack Dempsey and Babe Ruth had. My feeling is that Namath has much of the demeanor and attitude of Joe DiMaggio.” Gable? Peck? Ruth? DiMaggio? Namath was twenty-one years old, stooped at the shoulders and, when he spoke, affected a syrupy Southern drawl that spilled awkwardly from his mining-town mouth. Here he was, being presented as a pro for the first time, at the bright pastel Bal Harbour Inn, the kind of place that utterly lacked DiMaggio’s pomaded dignity, and Werblin already had him on a pedestal. The event proceeded, one writer noted, “with no more pomp than Cleopatra might expect for her Saturday night bath.… Joe wore a new jacket and tie but had a hole in the sole of his right shoe.” Repeatedly, the question was posed to Namath and Werblin: Is it really $400,000? Interviewed on television, all Werblin would offer was, with an intentional lack of specificity, “To my knowledge, it’s the largest amount ever given to an athlete for professional services. Let me say, we’re very happy to do it.”

If publicity was Werblin’s goal, he got it, and not just in New York (though there was plenty of Namath coverage in the local papers). In the days after the Miami press conference, Namath was a national story. On the West Coast, Los Angeles Times columnist Sid Ziff led off his January 5 offering (under the headline, “Namath Hot Copy”) with, “Everybody is talking about Joe Namath, the Jets’ $400,000 bonus baby,” and went on to discuss Namath’s prospects with star Rams lineman Merlin Olsen. The Associated Press contacted legendary Red Grange—who was the first true football star and had a $100,000 contract in his playing career—for his thoughts on Namath (“I think it’s wonderful,” the Galloping Ghost said). The Senior Bowl in Mobile, Alabama, was a sellout for the first time in the game’s sixteen-year history, drawing 40,605, and it was unquestionably Namath who was driving the attention.

The Boston Globe sent a reporter (legend-to-be Gloria Negri) to Beaver Falls, Pennsylvania, for two days’ worth of stories about Namath’s background. Under the headline, “Beaver Falls Waits for Joey and His Car,” Negri wrote that Beaver Falls was a steel mill and manufacturing town, with a population of 17,000 constituting 4,135 families—744 of those earning under $3,000 annually (the federal poverty line), 434 earning more than $10,000 annually, and the great mass in the middle. One resident said, “Though we’re not in Appalachia, we might be considered on the fringe of it.” Namath had grown up the youngest of four brothers, with an adopted sister, in the Lower End of Beaver Falls, an especially hardscrabble area. His father, John—a Hungarian native—and his mother, Rose, were divorced, and it was Rose who primarily raised Joey, the baby of the family with a penchant for mischief. Namath had gained a reputation as a troublemaker even before going to Alabama, but back home, locals insisted that was exaggerated. “I’m not trying to say Joe had wings and flew around like an angel,” Bill Ross, the athletic director at Beaver Falls High at the time, said, “but everything he did that other kids would do was blown out of proportion.” Negri also spoke with Namath’s usually publicity-shy father, John Namath, a “rugged man,” who earned a living in a steel tubing mill. “I’m not a rich man and I’m not a poor man,” John Namath said. “Just an ordinary working man.” Venerable sportswriter Will McDonough interviewed Larry Bruno, Namath’s high school coach, who said, “There are stories that Joe was a real bad kid—a Peck’s Bad Boy—but he wasn’t. Sure, he hung around the pool room, smoked, had long hair and sported dark glasses. But in Beaver Falls, there are two shows and a pool room. What else are you going to do?” Rags-to-riches, wrong-side-of-the-tracks… for Werblin it was all pure gold.

But Namath was ready for the big city, wanted to be associated with New York. On January 22, Werblin brought Namath to Manhattan for a grand unveiling in front of the local media. It was impeccable timing. That afternoon, at Mamma Leone’s on 48th St., the Giants were giving a press luncheon for the great Y.A. Tittle, who was officially retiring at age thirty-eight after seventeen seasons. Two years earlier, Tittle had, amazingly, set an NFL record for passing touchdowns with 36, but the following season had been unkind, and Tittle said he’d rather step away than continue as a “mediocre” player. At the gathering, Tittle—known as the “Bald Eagle” for his long-bare pate—joked that he knew it was time to retire when Giants rookie quarterback Gary Wood not only took his starting job, “but started to ask permission to date my daughter.” Turning serious, Tittle said, “This is a moment I have dreaded.”

Just a few blocks away, in an upstairs function room at Toots Shor’s—the smoky, dim old-boys’ club that long attracted New York celebrities and journalists—the Jets were hosting a media cocktail party for much the same gang that had just witnessed Tittle being put out to pasture. The contrast was not subtle: the Giants were Tittle, the Jets were Namath. It wasn’t necessarily Namath’s kind of place, but Toots Shor’s still had a certain amount of cachet. “Toots Shor was the kind of guy who thought dumping a scotch in your lap was high comedy and lukewarm roumaki (liver with bacon wrapped around it) was five-star cuisine,” Namath later said. “And his joint was old-school. This was the home of the New York Giants’ Frank Gifford, the New York Yankees’ Joe DiMaggio, TV’s Jackie Gleason and even the Catholic Church’s Cardinal Spellman. And in 1965, the New York Jets were no school, a joke. We got no respect from these people.”

While Namath was in the midst of meeting various New York media types, he was approached by a smiling Greek man who, he would say, “sort of looks like Ernest Borgnine.” The face belonged to Dr. Jim Nicholas, the Jets’ team orthopedist. Moments before, Weeb Ewbank had pulled Dr. Nicholas aside with a special instruction—check out that gimpy right knee of Namath’s, pronto. It was no secret that Namath was going to need knee surgery, and that it was going to have to happen at some point that winter. Ewbank wanted Nicholas to see what he was up against. But where was Nicholas supposed to perform this exam?

“I don’t care,” Ewbank whispered to the doctor. “The men’s room.”

Nicholas told Namath he needed to examine his knee, immediately. Namath, slightly taken aback, followed Nicholas into the men’s room at Toots Shor’s, where he reluctantly dropped his pants. “We’re standing there where anybody could see us in the men’s room foyer, and I’m standing there with my pants down to my ankles now,” Namath recalled. “He’s down on his knees, examining my knee. A guy came in and gave us a look and made a U-turn. I don’t know what the hell he was thinking, but he split.” After ten minutes, Nicholas and Namath emerged. Nicholas didn’t tell Namath, but his knee had been damaged enough that, as Nicholas later told it, “I thought that even with an operation he might not ever be able to play.”

He approached Ewbank with his diagnosis: “You had better get yourself another quarterback.”

Meanwhile, Namath—pants now pulled up into place—was back among the press horde. The questions about his contract kept coming. So much had been made of the $400,000 Namath windfall, the gathered media members were fixated on advancing the story and seemed to feel almost entitled to details. Namath simply shrugged. One writer characterized the encounter: “It wasn’t very friendly. For the next two hours, the major interest in Namath was trying to find out the extent to which the reported $400,000 he actually signed for.” A writer from the New York Times chimed in, wondering, with all the pressure and attention and the knee injury, what would happen to that $400,000 if he didn’t make it?

The question made sense. After all it was New York. This city could chew up Namath quickly, and he would not be the first. But Namath furrowed his brow. To him, the premise of the question was incomprehensible. It was 1965 and he was taking over in New York now, and it was better that the establishment in town get used to that idea.

Didn’t make it?

“Take everything into account,” Namath said, “my injury, all the publicity, all those things you’ve mentioned, and just throw them away.” He paused. “Because I am going to make it.”


CHAPTER 2

Enter John Vliet Lindsay

IN JANUARY 1965, WHILE JOE Namath was being given his Toots Shor’s baptism, the New York Herald-Tribune was preparing to run a major series of stories that its editorial team had been working on for months. Namath might have been, as Werblin suggested, a new DiMaggio, but it was clear that the New York of 1965 was not DiMaggio’s New York, and the Herald-Tribune planned to illuminate that. The city, for much of the 1960s and even before, was deteriorating. This was part of a trend. Nationwide, tugged by technology, economic shifts, and fast-changing demographics, urban life was in serious peril, and as the monarch of all US cities, New York’s problems were most publicized and most acute. Time magazine would call the city in 1965, “a cruel parody of its legend. Compared with the sparkling, sophisticated city hymned by Cole Porter and Scott Fitzgerald, the world-admired paradigm of urbanity and elegance, New York seemed a shiftless slattern, mired in problems that had been allowed to proliferate for decades.” Reacting to the city’s deterioration, on January 25, the Herald-Tribune began running a special report called, City in Crisis, which was part scathing indictment of New York City’s institutions, part incitement to action. The lead of the story opened: “New York is the world’s financial and cultural center, the nation’s tastemaker and home of the power elite, but to many of its eight million citizens, it is no longer the greatest place in which to live.”

The issues were many, and they were profound—the Herald-Tribune outlined twenty-two areas of concern that would be explored in the series, under headlines ranging from “Youth, Traffic and Press” to “Poverty, Welfare and Police.” In the section, “Politicians,” the paper first quoted entrenched three-term Democratic Mayor Robert Wagner, who defended his part in the city’s political decline by placing blame on a lack of participation by local Republicans, whose ranks were thin. “OK, so they don’t agree with the way I run the city,” Wagner said. “But what do they offer in my place?… I’m willing to listen to anybody.” Immediately thereafter, forty-three-year-old Congressman John V. Lindsay, born and raised in New York City, educated at Yale and now, the city’s most prominent Republican as the representative from the 17th district in Manhattan, rebuffed Wagner. “I think that under Mayor Wagner New York has lost its will power, its great energy and its great leadership,” Lindsay said. “You hear a lot of people say that the city is too big to be governed by one man. I don’t agree with that at all. It’s just a cliché. But to run this city properly and get it going again, the Mayor has to be very tough. He’s got to ask for the moon and he’s got to convince the people to make sacrifices. It will take a man who loves the city and a man who loves its people. If we don’t get going again soon, New York will become a second-class city.”

The Herald-Tribune’s Wagner-Lindsay juxtaposition was no accident. Sure, the paper was civic-minded and the “City in Crisis” series was an important, illuminating and prize-winning piece of work. For a newspaper that was on the brink of dissolution—as many papers across the country were—the series was an attempt to prop up its standing and boost readership. But there was more to it than crusading journalism. If the series was a call to action aimed at New York’s citizenry, it was also a call to action for Lindsay to, as Wagner put it, offer something in the current administration’s place.

About a year earlier, Lindsay attended a private luncheon hosted by Jock Whitney, the publisher of the Herald-Tribune, and Walter Thayer, the paper’s president, along with members of the editorial board. Whitney and Thayer had an active hand in progressive Republican politics, and Lindsay was a worthwhile project. The question was raised: how could Lindsay, heading toward a fourth term as a Congressman, attain a higher national profile that could be a springboard to a run for president? Already, he had established himself as an up-and-comer, a resolute voice for the increasingly muzzled liberal wing of the Republican Party. He was enormously popular in his home district, known as the Silk Stocking District (because it included swanky addresses on Park Avenue and Fifth Avenue). Lindsay had won his first election there back in 1958, by a narrow margin of 7,800 votes. In the 1960 election, he extended that to 26,000 votes. In 1964, despite a nationwide Republican collapse under the leadership of especially conservative nominee Barry Goldwater, Lindsay’s personal popularity was perspicuous, as he took 71.5 percent of his district’s vote despite incumbent Democrat Lyndon Johnson getting 70 percent of the votes for president.

It helped that Lindsay was a looker, 6-foot-4 and blue-eyed, somehow always tanned and sporting a healthy carpet of hair. When his name came up in the press at the time, there were usually three footnotes attached: The first was his looks, the second was his aspiration for higher office, and the third was a combination of the two wrapped up in the inevitable comparison to John F. Kennedy. In December 1964, political columnist James Reston managed to include all three in one paragraph: “Lindsay is a young, tall, handsome Yale character—sort of an incipient Republican Kennedy—who opposed Goldwater in the election and survived the Democratic avalanche in New York. The lady journalists in Washington were so impressed with his looks that they invited him to address a splashy luncheon, where his wit, candor, and sophistication fluttered one of the most influential Washington audiences.”

But for the editors at the Herald-Tribune, it was something that Reston wrote later in his column that provided the substance of conversation: “The tragedy of the Republican Party in Washington today is that it smothers and devours its young.” Lindsay was young and ambitious, but he was also ripe for devouring. During his tenure in Washington, he had made few friends among national Republicans because of his willingness to buck the conservative dogma in favor of his own liberal leanings. He cast one of only two votes against a bill that would have granted the postmaster general the right to impound obscene mail, and he cast the lone Republican vote against a bill that would allow the federal government to seize mail from Communist countries. Lindsay, when asked how he could cast votes against monitoring Communism and pornography, said that obscene mail and Communist literature were two of the major industries of his constituents, and without them, “the 17th district would be a depressed area.” His shaky credentials as a Republican left Lindsay open to being smothered by his party. His repudiation of Goldwater was one thing, but after his renegade votes, Lindsay watched his hopes for a spot on the House Foreign Affairs Committee vanish. Minority Whip Leslie Arends reportedly told him, “Boy, I never saw a man talk himself off the Foreign Affairs Committee so fast in my life.” During the 1965 congressional session, he would vote with House Republicans only 6 percent of the time. Cinching his lack of friends in Washington, Lindsay found that the Kennedy comparison worked two ways. “He was not wildly popular among his colleagues in the Congress,” Reston later observed, “who regarded him, as they regarded John Kennedy, as a little too good-looking, a little too Ivy Leaguish, and a little too curt and abrasive.”

Lindsay could not find a natural path for his ambition. At the Whitney-Thayer luncheon, the prospect of the Senate was raised. “We have two of those,” Lindsay said, referring to liberal Republicans Kenneth Keating (who would be replaced later in 1964 by Democrat Robert F. Kennedy) and Jacob Javits, who had handily defeated Wagner for the seat in 1956 and was re-elected in 1962. Governor? “We’ve got one,” Lindsay said. Though Governor Nelson Rockefeller had already twice tried and failed to get the Republican presidential nomination, he was not up for reelection until 1966 and the feeling was that he would hold his chair in Albany for the foreseeable future, though he had not yet made an official announcement about his intentions.

Then Lindsay piped up: “You left out something—the Mayor of New York.”

If the response to this suggestion was underwhelming, it was not difficult to figure out why. While the job had national significance and profile, it also was a dead end. Only two of the 102 men who had filled the New York mayor’s office over the previous 300 years had moved on to a higher political office than the congressional seat Lindsay was proposing to leave. The first was DeWitt Clinton (who actually was a US Senator before stepping down to the mayoralty in 1803, lost a presidential race to James Madison in 1812, then became New York’s governor in 1817), and the second, John T. Hoffman, had been elected governor in 1869. It was one thing to orate on the floor in Congress or to run the business of the state from on high in Albany, but the quotidian demands of the city called for a level of minute decision making and horse trading that was unseemly for a would-be president of the United States. You don’t leapfrog from fixing potholes in Astoria and brokering deals with sanitation workers to dealing with the Russians, your finger on the button. Political analyst Nick Thimmesch called the job a, “political prison,” and noted, “New York mayors of this century left office beaten, shamed, or dying men.”

Lindsay pitched the idea differently. America’s cities, as he saw it, had been neglected too long, and increasingly were becoming a fulcrum in politics. About 75 percent of the country’s population lived in cities, and that number was projected to grow—a study by the Institute of Urban Life in October 1964 said that “within a relatively few years, 90 per cent of Americans will be living in metropolitan areas.” Additionally, a Supreme Court ruling was forcing change in election districting, putting more of an emphasis on cities over rural areas. Wouldn’t it be vital, if the Republican Party really wanted to resurrect itself, to win back some measure of urban support? New York was a good example, with registered Democrats outnumbering Republicans by a margin of 2.4 million to 700,000. No Republican had been mayor since 1946, when Fiorello LaGuardia headed a fusion government. Lindsay wanted to be Mr. New York. Lindsay was making some sense, and, “gradually the idea emerged that a mayor of New York who qualified legitimately as, ‘Mr. City,’ and who did not alienate the fast-growing suburbs around the center cities might go all the way to the White House.”

When the Herald-Tribune came out with the “City in Crisis” series, Thayer and Whitney were providing an undercurrent of support for a potential Lindsay-for-mayor campaign. (The Herald-Tribune’s Dick Schaap, later to help Joe Namath with his autobiography, recruited Barry Gottehrer, later to be a controversial aide to Lindsay, to be the lead editor for the package.) The stories didn’t necessarily lay the blame for the city’s deterioration at Mayor Wagner’s feet or attack him personally, but Wagner came off as disconnected, blind to the ruins around him. Wagner was a savvy politician and understood his job as a zero-sum game, where abrupt moves to please one constituency would anger others. Wagner had a very deliberate style that emphasized the status quo and allowed change only at a slow pace. “I like the Mayor, everybody likes the Mayor,” the story quoted one prominent educator as saying. “He’s always available and he’s always pleasant. But when you leave his office or Gracie Mansion, it suddenly dawns on you that he hasn’t really said a damn thing.… We need a Mayor who doesn’t care about his image and his political popularity. We need a Mayor who cares about the city and has the ability to cope with its problems.”

Lindsay would later say that the “City in Crisis” series helped inspire him politically. “The weight of the articles was overwhelming,” Lindsay said. “It was a gloomy tale of crisis everywhere in the city—and provided a raison d’etre for me to run.” Wagner, who was only fifty-five but looked much older because of the grind of the job and some personal hardship (he lost his wife to cancer in 1964), had indicated he would run for a fourth term that fall. He was less impressed with the “City in Crisis” series than Lindsay. A Herald-Tribune reporter called his office seeking comment on the series from Wagner. A spokesman for Wagner, who knew Jock Whitney’s political leanings, responded, “The Mayor says to tell Jock to shove it up his ass.”

……….

The Herald-Tribune helped pave the way for a Lindsay mayoral bid, but there was still a matter of the party elders devouring their young. Lindsay was the budding GOP star, but he was still a second-tier guy in the political establishment. Within the state, he was behind Governor Rockefeller and Senator Javits at the New York political trough, and that meant he would not be in position to run a credible campaign against Wagner unless he had their backing. In the winter of 1964–65, he didn’t.

Javits was considering a run at the mayoralty himself. Though he was comfortable in his Senate seat, he was sixty and the idea of closing out his career in politics as New York’s first Jewish mayor appealed to him. But he knew he would need Rockefeller’s help to round up Republican resources, and he would need plenty of time to set up a citywide political organization. He wanted Rockefeller to make a decision on the mayor’s race by January 1, so that he could begin to formulate a campaign against Wagner. Rockefeller, though, stonewalled Javits. He was not eager to see an anti-Wagner race get rolling early, mostly for his own purposes—as part of the anti-Goldwater wave, the New York State Assembly had turned Democratic for the first time in thirty years, and Rockefeller knew he would need the help of Wagner (with whom he had a cordial and even productive working relationship based on mutual political survival) to get Democrats on board with necessary legislation. Rockefeller also was not so sure he wanted to see Wagner gone. If he were ousted, statewide control of the Democrats in New York would likely go to newly elected Senator Robert F. Kennedy, who would be a much bigger threat to Rockefeller. Wagner was trying to run New York City, and had to engage in niceties and wink-and-nod agreements with Rockefeller. Kennedy didn’t.

As the Javits-Rockefeller mayoral feud simmered, Lindsay was feeling out his own prospects, which hinged on Javits pulling out. Richard Aurelio, then an aide to Javits, said, “There was one night when he went into a meeting and told me to get some rest, because when I got up in the morning, we may be running for Mayor of New York. He was very serious about it. Gave me a sleepless night.” At the end of January 1965, Lindsay was, according to the Times, “quietly circulating” a list of requirements any Republican mayoral candidate would need fulfilled before making a run: a decision from Rockefeller by March 1; a campaign fund worth at least $1.5 million; and the ability to select his own running mates, allowing for a LaGuardia-style fusion ticket. Rockefeller was not about to budge, though. He would not give in to the deadlines imposed by Javits or Lindsay. In Washington on February 25, a meeting that included Rockefeller, Javits, and Lindsay devolved into a shouting match that lasted more than an hour. At the end of February, Javits—without ever having entered the race—took his name out of consideration. On March 1, Lindsay followed suit, resigned to sticking with his congressional seat. “Mr. Lindsay is still stymied,” R.W. Apple wrote in the Times. “A fine future is predicted for him by everyone, but no one can say just how he will get from here to there.”

While in between here and there, Lindsay maintained his public celebrity—he preferred to be known as something more than just a palm-greased politician, but as an educated, well-rounded man with a sense of humor. He could come across as a moralizing, patrician New York blueblood, but his background was actually much more humble. Lindsay had been brought up an Episcopalian on the West Side of New York, and his schooling—St. Paul’s in New Hampshire for school, Yale for college and law school—was that of a typical country-club conservative. But that wasn’t Lindsay, personally or philosophically. His father, George, was a successful investment broker when he retired, but he was the son of an immigrant factory worker from the Isle of Wight. George Lindsay had never finished high school and had risen through the ranks on Wall Street only after starting as a runner at age fifteen. This was no patriarch of a political dynasty. In fact, he would have preferred his son stay out of politics altogether. “The candidate’s father was no Joe Kennedy and the candidate’s family is hardly Rooseveltian,” wrote political reporter Alvin Davis, “and despite what you’ll be hearing in the days to come, the candidate is no Jack Kennedy or FDR, either. For one thing, he’s a New Yorker, and his accents are West Side.… He doesn’t have Kennedy money and he doesn’t have a Roosevelt barony, but he has their sense of people-politics.” When he died in 1961, George Lindsay left his five children (John had a twin brother, David, as well as brothers, George and Rod, and a sister, Eleanor) portions of his estate, valued at about $700,000 each. Lindsay was certainly comfortable, but his father left the family with no pretensions of upper-class status. “My father never forgot that he had been very poor as a child and as a young man,” Lindsay said. “And he never let us forget it.”

Lindsay thus tried to maintain a common-man political touch while debating his potential mayoral run. In February, Lindsay appeared as a special guest at a Fashion Group luncheon on the topic of men’s toiletries, alongside such fellow panelists as pianist/comedian Victor Borge, entertainer Sammy Davis Jr., and future tennis Hall of Famer Bill Talbert. Lindsay flushed and grinned when one speaker called him, “the future president of the United States of America,” and then, “got a long round of applause for merely being there.” He also worked on one of his favorite side gigs, reviewing books for newspapers and magazines (he gave the book, Spanish Harlem, a positive endorsement for the New York Times that spring). On March 28, he made an appearance on TV’s What’s My Line? hosted by John Charles Daly. Lindsay was able to guess that Mrs. Mary Proctor of Bossier City, Louisiana, was a tax technician, but when movie star Robert Mitchum appeared as the celebrity guest in the blindfold portion of the program, Lindsay was stumped.

It was around late March, though, that Lindsay began having second thoughts about his decision not to run for mayor. It was depressing him, he would later report. He lost sleep. He lost weight. Sure, unseating Wagner was a near impossible task, but Lindsay was being told that, even if he ran and lost, it would not doom his career. If he had good ideas, spoke passionately about urban issues and at least made a credible showing, he would bolster his credentials as Mr. City in the eyes of New Yorkers and the nation. Besides, Lindsay’s top political aide—Robert Price, a thirty-two-year-old lawyer and political wiz—wanted Lindsay to give it a try. Price is credited with getting Lindsay back into the race, especially after Rockefeller (to the surprise of no one) announced in early May that he would run for governor again in 1966, formally closing off that avenue of advancement to Lindsay. On May 12, the Times ran a front-page story, leaked by Price to a reporter friend, saying that Lindsay was again considering challenging Wagner despite the fact that Lindsay had not yet made the decision himself. Price was quoted in the story: “He is deeply troubled about the condition of the city and believes it is his responsibility to offer the people a viable alternative to what they now have at City Hall.… I know, too, that he believes the Republican party has to show its interest in the problems of the cities, because its future depends on its success in the cities.”

Price had persuaded Rockefeller to give Lindsay his support, morally and financially. In addition to the front-page story in the Times, the paper followed up with an editorial that stopped short of endorsing a potential Lindsay candidacy, but said, “for the first time in years, the minority party is presenting a candidate who offers a real choice to the voter, who will fight a real contest and who has a real chance to win.” There had been polls leaking out, too, going back to December, showing Lindsay at least tied with the mayor in a head-to-head race, if not leading by several points. And the matchup of the lithe, energetic Lindsay against the perpetually ragged Wagner was almost too tempting to pass up. “It is now Lindsay who is the hero-knight of the good guys,” wrote national columnist William S. White. “It is now Wagner to whom befalls the painful part of the line-faced character actor, the spear carrier for the bad guys.” For Lindsay, there was no resisting the momentum Price’s machinations had started. He skipped a theater date with his wife, Mary—they had been married for sixteen years, with four children, and this qualified as a marital misstep on Lindsay’s part—to spend a night conferring with Price. When he was done, he met Mary for a post-performance drink at Sardi’s in Times Square. That’s when he told her he would run for mayor. She would be behind him, on one condition: that he put off making the announcement until the following day. She had already planned a birthday party for their son, John Jr., who was turning five.

On May 13, the announcement came. Lindsay, a Manhattanite through and through, made a tour of all five boroughs, ticking off—nervously at times—the points he hoped to get across in his declaration of candidacy. He was new at this, and his first day of campaigning outside the Silk Stocking District was uneven at best. He was met with wild enthusiasm in the Bronx, for example, and when he closed his day by speaking at what would become his headquarters in the Roosevelt Hotel in Manhattan, he got a ten-minute ovation from the crowd. In Brooklyn, though, the Village Voice reported, “In the dreary Stardust Room of the St. George (Hotel), a few old ladies, perhaps permanent tenants of the hotel, sat and waited.… A few, very few, Brooklyn Republican politicians filtered in.” When the grand tour was through, Lindsay was back at campaign headquarters, talking on the air with popular WMCA radio host Barry Gray. He gave a rationale for the risks of running for mayor as a Republican in such a heavily Democratic city. “One of the great things about living is being willing to stake all,” he said. “If you are not a little bit of a gambler then you are a fuddy-duddy.” Lindsay had a reputation as a Boy Scout politician (“Prince Valiant” and “Captain Marvel” were among his nicknames), and probably did not help that reputation by suggesting that he was no “fuddy-duddy.”

In the New York World-Telegram, writer Murray Kempton agreed that Lindsay’s opening message seemed disjointed. Traveling to Staten Island, for example, Lindsay did not alter his speech, saying, “In our city our streets are dirty and unsafe. The air we breathe increasingly and dangerously is polluted. Crime, brutality, and narcotics are rampant.” Kempton pointed out that, “the effect was odd,” because Staten Island is, “at least transiently rural.” The air wasn’t so bad there, and the narcotics problem was minimal. In his initial tour of the boroughs, Lindsay was only just getting a grasp on how big and varied New York City really is. A city in crisis, certainly, but the crises affecting Manhattan were not necessarily the same as those affecting the Bronx or Brooklyn or Staten Island or Queens.

But Kempton saw a glimmer of what Lindsay could be on that first day, despite the occasional awkwardness. “He will walk more easily when he knows the terrain better,” Kempton wrote. “Before long what he sees will instruct him to cease talking about this magnificent city as a ruin and begin to describe it in those real terms upon which his essential appeal rests, as a community whose failure is in not having achieved its proper greatness. At the moment, he is a little unformed.”

Still, Kempton could see what was going on. It was 1965 and Lindsay was prepared to take over in New York, and it was better that the establishment get used to that idea. Murray wrote the line that would quickly define not only Lindsay and his candidacy, but the rest of the political order, in New York and beyond—Wagner, Javits, and Rockefeller, certainly, but also Barry Goldwater and Lyndon Johnson and every other establishment member of either party.

“He is fresh,” Kempton wrote, “and everyone else is tired.”


CHAPTER 3

Decline and Fall

Y.A. TITTLE WOKE UP ON the morning of December 12, 1964, in his bed on the eighth floor of the Roosevelt Hotel in Manhattan, and his first thought was of Vince Costello. The Cleveland linebacker was known for, “dogging,” meaning he would shadow the movements of the opposing quarterback, prepared to get in the way of a pass or to step in and make a tackle himself. As Tittle lay in bed, mentally preparing to face the Browns—who needed a win to seal the Eastern Division championship of the NFL at Yankee Stadium that afternoon—he could not escape the image of Costello. This was the 209th time that Tittle awoke on the day of one of his own professional football games. It would be the last. Tittle had not made a formal announcement, but at age thirty-eight and having suffered a rib injury in Week 2 that sapped his effectiveness, he knew he would be retiring. “This game Saturday is important to me for a lot of reasons,” he said. “A lot of reasons. I want to have a good day Saturday so much.”

He didn’t. Playing in a steady rain that muddied the field, the Giants led, briefly, by a 7–3 count, but after that, the Cleveland onslaught arrived. The Browns scored 42 straight points. Tittle, in his final play of the game, was chased by Cleveland tackle Dick Modzelewski and, under pressure, unleashed a pass to avoid the sack. Modzelewski still hit Tittle, slamming him into the mud. As he was going down, Tittle saw the ball, then saw the image which had jolted him from his slumber that morning: Vince Costello, dogging him. The pass floated into Costello’s arms for an interception. It was the final pass Tittle would throw in the NFL. He was replaced in the game by rookie Gary Wood.

Trailing Cleveland, 52–14, in the closing moments, the Giants registered a meaningless touchdown, before a wave of fans spilled onto the field at Yankee Stadium, laying assault to the grounds. It was the worst season in Giants history, a record of 2–10–2. For the past month, Giants loyalists—who registered the twentieth consecutive home sellout at Yankee Stadium that afternoon—had grown incredulous over what had happened to their team, and developed a derisive anthem aimed at coach Allie Sherman. “Good-bye, Al-lie!” they sang. “We hate to see you go!” As the clock expired, Sherman was again serenaded, only this time, fans stood in the end zone, ripping out the goalposts as they did. With no goalposts, the Giants couldn’t kick the extra point. The referees, one report noted, “merely said, ‘The hell with it.’” The game ended, 52–20.

The following day, from his home, Sherman told a reporter that he’d been able to find some calm in the wake of the loss—his son, Randy, had just turned eleven. “We invited some of the kids in to see some sound films,” Sherman said. “There was a Lewis and Martin picture and some cartoons.”

When it was suggested that Sherman should have shown Giants games, he retorted, “Those were the cartoons.”

If the Mara brothers, powerful owners of the Giants, were concerned about Namath going to the Jets in the winter of 1964–65, it was with good reason. Their Giants were, for the first time in their history, terrible. Tittle’s age and ineffectiveness was a storyline for the season, but it was hardly the only reason for the disintegration of the team. Particularly galling was the play of the Giants defense, so long the spine that held up the team during its run of five playoff appearances in six years. They’d finished first in the NFL in team defense three times in that span, but in 1964, they were dead last in the league, allowing 28.5 points. The blame fell to Sherman, a good-natured and intelligent Brooklyner who was, perhaps, doomed to a bleak denouement from the outset of his head-coaching career. In 1959 Sherman had the bad luck to take over the chair of Giants offensive coordinator from none other than Vince Lombardi, who left the Giants for Green Bay and went on to be arguably the greatest coach in football history. The Giants’ defensive coordinator at the time? Tom Landry, who would head to Dallas and become a legend himself with the Cowboys, in 1960. (Jim Lee Howell, the Giants’ head coach when Landry and Lombardi were genius coordinators, supposedly once described his job by saying, “I just blow up the footballs and keep order.”) The departures of Landry and Lombardi left Sherman to take over when Howell retired in 1960, but only after the Maras failed to persuade Lombardi to leave Green Bay and come back to the Giants. Sherman led the Giants to the playoffs three straight years, but they lost each time. It seemed Sherman’s lot to take blame for what went wrong without receiving credit for what went right.
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